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Anthropologists and other social scientists have
strongly critiqued the implicit assumption that tourism al-
ways brings benefits to local populations. Some anthro-
pologists have focused on how disparities of wealth and
power are highlighted when cultural tourism fosters en-
counters between rich tourists and relatively poor local
peoples. Tamar Wilson discusses the various effects of tour-
ism on socio-economic, cultural, and environmental reali-
tiesin Latin America, arguing that the economic disparities
that commonly exist between tourists and locals in places
like Mexico “produce a de facto economic apartheid”
(Wilson 2008: 15).

One result of this conspicuous economic dispar-
ity is the “demonstration effect” a sense of resentment by
locals towards tourists combined with a desire to enjoy the
same luxuries and advantages (Wilson 2008). The demon-
stration effect is closely linked to a sense of relative depri-
vation on the part of the economically less well-off mem-
bers of the tourist encounter. Wilson claims that cultural or
“ethnic” tourism can be described as exploitative by de-
fault because “tourists from core capitalist countries cast
their gaze on indigenous, often poverty stricken peoples
with little political power...” (Wilson 2008: 16). Malcom
Crick argues that tourists visit developing countries because
such vacations are cheap, thus directly exploiting the pov-
erty and low wages of the host country and its citizens
(Crick 2002).

Tourism and Development

Some anthropologists examine how the contribution and
effects of tourism on local economies and cultures can be
improved. A topic of particular interest is the intersection
between tourism and development. Brazilian anthropolo-
gists Roberto Bartholo, Mauricio Delamaro, and Ivan
Bursztyn note that not all tourism is equal, and that smaller-
scale tourism projects that directly involve local communi-
ties are much more likely to benefit marginalized groups
than are large-scale resort developments, especially if the
latter are internationally owned. The international tourism
industry, however, continues to favor large projects and
foreign investment by the “global elite.” This results in fewer
benefits for local peoples and the concentration of tourist
development in key regions, leaving others deprived of
tourism revenue.

Tourists at Chichen Itza. Photo courtesy Traci Ardren.

Within this context of conspicuous consumption
and economic disparity, the capacity of tourism to funda-
mentally alter conceptualizations of the self and the “other”
should not be underestimated. The temporary proximity
of “tourist” and “local” allows for the close comparison
of different lives, identities, economic statuses, cultures, and
values. Participants in the tourist space exchange, contest,
adopt, transform, and reconstruct identity markers and
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